CIVILIZATION   AND   DISEASE

the state, the family embraced the whole of society, and from then
on society assumed the obligation to care for its sick members.

The social position of the sick man thus became fundamentally
different from what it had been before. He assumed a preferential
position which has been his ever since. The care of the sick was
organized on a community basis in the beginning of our era and
has been continued through the centuries. The motivation has
varied in the course of time: in the early centuries it was Christian
charity becoming to a large extent humanitarianism in the 18th
and 19th centuries. Today we care for the indigent sick for prac-
tical reasons also, realizing that society is seriously handicapped
by having sick members and that diseased groups are a menace
to the whole population.

The attitudes of society towards the sick that prevailed before the
Christian era were never entirely overcome. In the Middle Ages
and the Renaissance epidemics were very frequently considered
visitations inflicted by God upon mankind. Until very recently
there were still people who considered mental diseases a punish-
ment for a disorderly life and venereal diseases a singularly ap-
propriate chastisement because they manifested themselves in the
organs with which people had sinned. The old retributive view of
disease is also expressed in the outraged feelings of patients who
consider their sufferings as undeserved.

The sick man, because of his preferential position, finds himself
released from many duties. The sick child is automatically excused
from school, the sick adult is not expected to work and is exempted
from many obligations which society claims from its healthy mem-
bers as a matter of course. We shall discuss in the next chapter how
legal procedures have been revolutionized by the concept of lim-
ited responsibility.

The more pronounced the preferential position of the sick be-
came, the more obvious was the inclination to escape from the
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